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Management Styles, Gender Theories 
 
The gendering of management styles is related to the association between masculinities and 
femininities as fundamental traits that define management styles and determine their 
effectiveness based on how successful they are in the struggle for power and resources. The 
discussion of gender in management is a shift from what initially was focused on women in 
management, and the distinctions between the management styles of women and men. The 
discussion progressed towards how the construction of femininity and masculinity defined 
managerial traits and styles. This discussion can be theoretically placed within a ‘gender-
centred’ approach to explain the disadvantaged position of women in management. 
 
Gender influences the way behaviours, characteristics, individuality, and attitudes of women 
and men are seen and understood. As a result, based on assumptions about women and men 
and the way they ‘should be’, their styles are categorised as suitable or not suitable for the 
managerial role and the perceived effectiveness of their management style is directly linked 
to these assumptions. An important point is made by Nancy Chodorow who notes that gender 
differences and more generally the experience of difference do not exist as things in 
themselves but are socially and psychologically created and situated within relations 
established by women and men.  
 
These differences between women and men are embedded in social systems and are 
determined by gender roles, which are socially and culturally defined notions about 
behaviour and emotions of men and women which are instrumental in the way their identity 
is constructed.  A combination of messages about gender-appropriate behaviour, and 
structural dimensions such as sexual division of labour and desirable job traits establishes 
gender norms that determine expectations of the managerial role. Both women and men find 
themselves complying with these expectations or falling outside ‘the norm’, which  sustains 
the idea of gendered management styles. 
 
The acceptance of these notions creates gender schemas that regulate the way individuals 
think about what women and men ‘should be like’ and creates fixed perceptions and 
acceptable/unacceptable expectations of people and social dynamics. In the workplace, this 
creates ideas and expectations about what management is, what a manager should behave 
like, and what are the characteristics of the person best suited to be a manager. 
 
Some common distinctions between women and men in management are associated with the 
way they establish relationships with others. For example, based on patterns of socialisation, 
women are said to focus on establishing relationships and finding commonalities, whereas 
men are said to focus on competition and outperforming one another. As a result, women are 
considered to lack the confidence and assertiveness to be effective managers, whereas men 
are considered to be more natural for the task given these traits which are seen as appropriate 
to deal with the demands of the managerial role. 
 
An important point is this discussion is that organisations are gendered social environments 
and the logic of interpretation of practices and actions has a strong base on gendered shared 
societal beliefs and assumptions. The correlation between ‘innate’ feminine or masculine 
attitudes and behaviour is usually grounded in two dimensions of the managerial role: 
leadership and management skills. 
 
Gender and Leadership  
 One of the most common ways to discuss gendered management styles is focusing on 
leadership. Early empirical work found no significant differences between men and women, 
and on the contrary suggested that in management positions, similarities are more striking 
than differences. However, the specificity of gender worlds subsequently became central to 
identifying differences between men and women. Structure is a important aspect and research 
findings made reference to female leadership as transformational and people-oriented, and 
male leadership as transactional and task-oriented. These created dichotomies encompas traits 
that are thought to be characteristic of women and men. For instance, as transformational 
leaders, women are said to be interpersonal-oriented and centred on involvement and 
collaboration; use persuasion and inspirational motivation, and generally demonstrate a 
participatory management style. Men on the other hand are said to be more concerned with 
outcomes and use a contingent reward approach; for instance, by rewarding good 
performance and punishing bad performance. These characterisations are based on 
assumptions about women and men; for instance, women are stereotypically considered to be 
warm, caring, tactful, subjective and sensitive. Men are considered to be independent, 
aggressive, objective, logical and analytical.  
 
The debate then shifted towards questions such as which processes impact the way in which 
both women and men construct their identities and how certain traits become fixed as part of 
their identity roles. As such, the socially-constructed nature of gender became fundamental to 
understand how identities are shaped, constructed and performed. The impact of gender then 
helps explain how managerial identities are constructed based on expectations of what 
managers should be like. For instance, individualism, assertiveness and quick decision 
making are considered to be masculine traits yet these are not masculine traits in themselves 
but rather are associated to what is constructed as masculine. In the case of management, 
these are the traits associated with effectiveness, hence the idea that management is 
inherently a masculine task. From a gender perspective, this suggests that effective 
management style is associated with traits perceived to be essentially masculine.  
 
Gender and Management Skills 
 
In relation to management skills, distinctions between women and men are established by 
speaking about ‘soft’ skills and ‘hard’ skills. Just like the dichotomy of feminine/masculine, 
the soft/hard dichotomy aims to highlight the weak and strong aspects of management. Soft 
skills are related to the social, the subjective and the emotional and in most cases are referred 
to as ‘people skills’. Hard skills are related to the numerical, the objective and the factual. In 
this distinction, women and men are stereotypically dichotomised with women being 
considered as having mostly soft skills and men considered as having hard skills. 
Nonetheless, an important element in contemporary discussions of management skills 
addresses the reversal of the gender order, for instance, through the general feminisation of 
management and even the masculinisation of women in management. The assumption still 
prevails that there are distinct feminine/masculine skills, regardless of whether individuals 
challenge the gender order or not. More importantly, these distinctions still present 
masculinity as the ideal against which women are measured or compared, hence this indicates 
that the behavioural and attitudinal standard expected reflects what are perceived to be 
masculine values. 
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 This brings in the issue of managerial values. It is normally assumed that managerial values 
should portray a strong competitive element since organisations are generally in the market to 
be competitive. As such, collaboration, relationships and commonalities are identified as 
possible weaknesses. The result is that whilst men seem to encompass desired managerial 
values; women’s capabilities and management competence are put into question. An 
influential study was conducted by Carol Gilligan who studied differences in moral reasoning 
between women and men. She argues that although they differ in their notions of what is 
ethically moral, this does not mean that they are both wrong but rather the principles, values 
and concerns they prioritise are different. The issue is then that in the case of women, these 
principles, values and concerns are seen as less relevant to organisational aims than those of 
men. In that sense, there is a pervasive culture of masculine ethics in organisations; for 
example, Virginia Schein and Marilyn Davidson noted the ‘think manager, think male’ 
mentality in organisations, which perpetuates that the managerial role is expected to be 
performed by men and to be constructed around perceived masculine values. 
 
In summary, gendered management styles are the result of the combination of organisational 
structures, and behavioural and cultural causes. More specifically, assumptions about the 
gender roles of women and men, and dichotomies created by expectations of management as 
primarily a masculinised function create ideas definitions of effective management, traits of 
managers and different types of management styles.  
 
Jenny K Rodriguez 
University of Strathclyde 
 
See also: Women in Management 
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